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Abstract  

 

 

In Modern Russian culture a woman wearing a skirt or dress is usually perceived as more 

feminine than a woman in pants. Women who wear skirts/dresses and headscarves are perceived 

as super feminine women. The headscarf was the traditional headdress of married women in the 

Russian village, where the position of the woman was rather powerless and submissive. In 

Russian Orthodox Church headscarf remains mandatory for women; headscarf is the sign of 

woman obedience to her husband and to god. After about 70 years of communist rule and forced 

eradication of many archaic issues of society, the headscarf is mostly an element of fashion 

and/or convenient item of clothing rather than a marker of social status. However, headscarf still 

is a kind of marker of super-femininity, super-obedience to the male world. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Femininity is a stereotypical set of features which a woman should ideally have. Representations 

of femininity are somewhat different in different cultures.  

Femininity consists of feminine behavior and feminine appearance. Femininity is always an 

ideal type. 

In different cultures there are different ideas about femininity, and besides, from one culture to 

another, the framework of stereotypes is less or more rigid. However, this does not negate the 

fact that in any culture, women are somehow evaluated in terms of proximity to certain 

stereotypical standards. 

In this short paper I want to talk about such an important constituent element of femininity as 

clothing, and more specifically about such an element of clothing as a headscarf, the role of the 

headscarf in the formation of feminine images, as well as those connotations that the scarf 

carries as a symbol. 

In this short paper I want to talk about such an important constituent element of femininity as 

clothes, and more specifically about such an item of clothing as a headscarf. I want to talk about 

headscarf as an element of the feminine image in modern Russian culture.  

I want to talk about the role of the headscarf in the formation of feminine images, and about the 

meanings which headscarf has as a symbol.  

 

2. Notions about feminine appearance in modern Russian culture 

 

The stereotypical behavioral patterns of femininity in Russian culture usually include such 

qualities as sensitivity, sexiness, tenderness, gentleness, docility, compassion.  

As for feminine appearance, variations are possible here, but almost always a woman in a skirt 

or dress is perceived as more feminine than a woman in pants. Also, long hair rather than short 

will be perceived as a sign of femininity. 
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It should be noted, however, that the skirt or dress themselves are not necessarily markers of 

femininity, because, for example, a woman in a sportive dress or in a special designer dress, can 

look sexually attractive, but less feminine than a woman in a less aggressive outfit. 

Sexual attraction doesn’t always coincide with femininity. A woman can be sexually attractive 

and unfeminine, i.e.: the concept of sex appeal is wider than the concept of femininity. In other 

words, the set of feminine women can be included in the set of sexually attractive women (fig. 

1). 

 

 
 

Fig.1. Euler diagram illustrating the interaction the concept of femininity and the concept of 

sexual attraction   

 

The key point of femininity is the absence of aggressiveness, the absence of claims to occupy 

so-called ‘male’ niches in society, and the willingness to obey the rules which are established by 

the male world. And it is important to note that from stereotype point of view these qualities 

should be manifested both in behavior and in clothing. This point can be resumed in the 

following words: the more feminine a woman looks, the less negative from others she causes.  

 

3. Headscarf as a marker of submissiveness and super-femininity  

 

I conducted a survey of about 1,000 women and about 1000 men both online and offline.  

The survey shows that about 70 percents of men like when women wear headscarves. They 

describe such women as very feminine and sexually attractive. Men also pointed out that a 

woman wearing headscarf and pants is perceived as more feminine than a woman wearing pants 

and without a headscarf. 

As for women, I have learned that about 50 percents of them wear a headscarf at least 

sometimes. And about 80 percents of those who wear headscarf say that they feel quite 
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protected when wearing headscarves; the headscarf acts as a kind of protection against negative 

attention from others. 

 

I myself regularly wear a headscarf for the last two years, and always note that I feel quite 

protected and confident. At first, I started wearing a headscarf as an experiment to check 

whether it really protects and gives confidence, but gradually I became involved, and my style 

of clothes became more feminine, I now almost exclusively wear dresses/skirts and headscarves. 

Moreover, under the influence of headscarves and dresses, my behavior in everyday life has 

become more feminine. 

 

Those women who said that they usually don’t wear headscarves pointed on the fact that 

headscarf is an element of ‘peasant’ women outfit, that it makes the whole outfit be very 

‘peasant’, and they usually mean the headscarf that is tied under the chin (this way of wearing a 

headscarf was usual among Russian peasant women, see fig. 2) 

 

 
Fig. 2. Scutching of flax, a painting by F. V. Sychkov, 1905 (image source: Sychkov Fedot 

Vailievich…)  

 

However, when I pointed on way of wearing a headscarf that was practiced by Grace Kely and 

Audrey Hepburn (fig. 3, fig. 4), the interviewed women usually responded that this way is quite 

lovely, cute and stylish and they would wear a headscarf in such style.   

This way (it often named Grace Kelly way) is the following: a scarf is folded into a triangle by 

taking each opposite corners and is placed on head with the fold line following hairline, then the 

ends of the scarf go around the neck and then the scarf is tied at the back (fig. 5)  

Such way of wearing a headscarf is rather widely spread among modern Russian celebrity (fig. 6, 

fig. 7), it means that headscarf is considered mostly as an item of fashion in modern Russian 

culture. 
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Fig. 3. Grace Kelly wearing headscarves in her typical manner (image source: Wear a Scarf like 

Grace Kelly)   

 

 
 

Fig. 4. Audrey Hepburn wearing a headscarf tied according to so-called Grace Kelly way (image 

source: Headscarfs knots…)  
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Fig. 5. Scheme showing how to tie and wear a headscarf in Grace Kelly style (image source: 

The Epitome of Grace…)  

 

 
 

Fig. 6. Mirosalva Duma (image source: Nedelya mody v Parizhe …)  

 

It is possible to say that women who don’t look feminine are usually perceived as claiming to 

occupy men's niches in society, they are perceived as potential competitors, and this causes a 

negative and can potentially cause aggression. 
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Fig. 7. Anna Koval’chuk in Secrets of Investigation (image source: Kak zhivet Anna 

Koval’chuk) 

 

On the other hand, women who look most feminine are usually perceived either positively or 

neutrally. 

 

The skirt is a marker of the fact that a woman agrees with her subordinate status, which culture 

offers her: the skirt is a sign of vulnerability because any skirt can theoretically be lifted up, 

subject a woman to humiliation and thus point out on her subordinate status. 

 

As for the woman who wears a skirt/dress and a headscarf, such a woman is perceived as a super 

feminine woman: first, she agrees to the status of a woman, and secondly, she bears an 

additional sign of female submission to the male world – a headscarf. 

 

I suppose that it is appropriate to refer to the history of the scarf. It should be noted that in the 

Middle Ages and in the new time (in the epoch of Tsar rule), the headscarf was the traditional 

headdress of married women in the Russian village, where the position of the woman was rather 

powerless and submissive. In addition, a head covering with a headscarf remains mandatory for 

women in the Russian Orthodox Church. From the point of view of the Russian Orthodox 

Church headscarf is the sign of woman obedience to her husband and to god. 

 

Thus, at present, the headscarf is a kind of marker of super-femininity, super-obedience to the 

male world, a marker of complete submission. This is confirmed, for example, by the fact that a 

woman in pants and a headscarf causes far less potential aggression than a woman in pants only.  

 

In modern Russia after about 70 years of communist rule with forced atheism and the forced 

eradication of many archaic items of society, religion no longer plays such a role in everyday 
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life as in pre-revolutionary Russia, and the headscarf is mostly an element of fashion and/or 

convenient item of clothing rather than a marker belonging to a religion or a particular age and 

gender category. 

However, it is possible to say that archaic tendencies still have some force and in many aspects 

still determine both the perception of the world and gender stereotypes in modern Russia. That 

is, a woman wearing a headscarf is somehow perceived by society as voluntarily accepting 

archaic scenarios of femininity in the modern world, where the main trend is emancipation and 

secularization. 
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